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INTRODUCTION

The purpose of this book is to make filmmakers aware of the art and craft of production design for motion pictures and to provide practical, technical, and aesthetic guidance. This is a how-to book about production design for film and a why-to book as well.

Volumes have been written and said about the look or vision of a film. Many filmmakers rely on the tools of cinematography and videography to achieve this goal. Burgeoning digital tools enhance the visual properties of a movie but do little on their own to create the total visualization and design of a motion picture.

Production design has long been a mystery to many filmmakers. Often, we are not aware of when production designers are doing their job or the nature of their contribution. Production design is usually associated with Hollywood blockbusters and period films. Historically, independent, low-budget filmmakers have felt they did not have access to production design, and besides, contemporary films are shot on real locations, aren’t they?

Although I had made my own independent films, have a B.F.A. in filmmaking from the School of Visual Arts, and worked for the ABC television network in post-production and as a freelance film editor, production design eluded me. As a student of filmmaking for most of my life, I have studied every genre and style of movie from classical Hollywood to the films of international masters, independents, and experimentalists. My understanding of the tasks involved in creating motion pictures embraced directing, screenwriting, acting, cinematography, and post-production, but I remained in the dark as to art direction’s’ role in the visual and narrative processes.

During the 1990s, I produced a series of interview books on the film crafts. The first craft I investigated was close to home—editing. The second book, on production design, was in less familiar territory. Filmographies produced a list of production designers with experience, craft, and the ability to collaborate with directors on a wide range of film styles and storytelling approaches. I quickly came to the realization that the look of a film couldn’t have sprung forth full-blown from the director’s imagination, as the auteurists would have us believe. Nor did the great artistry of the cinematographer accomplish the visualization of a film—someone had to create what was in front of the camera, while the director and director of photography were behind it.

A lot of background research was necessary. For many of the films I had already seen, I had to re-educate my eye to see beyond photography to the purpose and influence of production design in the moviemaking process. When the contribution of production design did appear in front of my eyes, it was an epiphany.

When I was ready, having finished my self-created prerequisite course, I interviewed a number of prominent production designers on the East and West coasts. These in-depth discussions were not only the content of By Design: Interviews With Film Production Designers, they also became a series of one-to-one master classes in feature film production design. My professors were legends in the field: Ken Adam, Goldfinger (1964), Dr. Strangelove (1964), and Barry Lyndon (1975); Mel Bourne, Annie Hall (1977), Fatal Attraction (1987), and The Fisher King 1991); Robert Boyle, Shadow of a Doubt (1943), North by Northwest (1959), and The Thomas Crown Affair (1968); Albert Brenner, Bullitt (1968), The Goodbye Girl (1977), and Pretty Woman 1990); Norman Garwood, Brazil (1985), The Princess Bride (1987), and Glory (1989); Ted Haworth, Strangers on a Train (1951), Some Like it Hot (1959), and Pat Garrett and Billy the Kid (1973); Richard MacDonald, The Servant (1964), The Day of the Locust (1975), and Altered States 1980); Terence Marsh, A Bridge Too Far (1977), Absence of Malice (1981), and Spaceballs (1987); Jane Musky, Blood Simple (1984), Ghost (1990), and Glengarry Glen Ross (1992); Lawrence G. Paull, Blade Runner (1982), Romancing the Stone (1984), and Back to the Future (1985); Polly Platt, The Last Picture Show (1971), The Bad News Bears (1976), and The Witches of Eastwick (1987); Bruno Rubeo, Platoon (1986), Driving Miss Daisy (1989), and Sommersby (1992); Ferdinando Scarfiotti, Death in Venice (1971), Last Tango in Paris (1973), and Scarface (1983); Paul Sylbert, One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest (1975), Heaven Can Wait (1978), and Kramer vs. Kramer (1979); Richard Sylbert, Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf? (1966), The Graduate (1967), and Chinatown (1974); Wynn Thomas, Do the Right Thing (1989), A Bronx Tale (1993), and Mars Attacks! (1996); Patrizia Von Brandenstein, Amadeus (1984), The Untouchables (1987), and The People vs. Larry Flint (1996); Tony Walton, A Funny Thing Happened on the Way to the Forum (1966), Murder on the Orient Express (1974), All That Jazz (1979), Stuart Wurtzel, The Purple Rose of Cairo (1985), Brighton Beach Memoirs (1986), and The Mambo Kings (1992); and Kristi Zea, Married to the Mob (1988), GoodFellas (1990), and The Silence of the Lambs (1991).

The concepts and techniques presented in this book have been acquired from the knowledge and experience of these and other production designers. The teaching methods I have developed since 1994 were honed during my course in production design at the School of Visual Arts.

Teaching production design to filmmakers is unlike educating them about cinematography or editing, both absolutely necessary to completing a film. In fact, the early reaction was there was no access, no money, and no way to bring design to their films. This quickly changed; filmmakers learned that production design was a road to achieving their vision of a film and could be accessible to them.

Currently production design is an integral component in independent, student, low-budget as well as mainstream film production. I get many calls and request from filmmakers looking for a production designer. With each passing year the number of film students who have dedicated themselves to becoming production designers increases.

This book has evolved out of this experience and from my work as an advisor to student and independent filmmakers. The results have been affirming and altering. The majority of films now have added a production designer to their creative team; in turn, the work is more visually interpretive and expressive. Filmmakers are visual storytellers, and production design provides possibilities that have been long ignored, misunderstood, and underutilized by moviemakers outside of the old and new studio systems.

Throughout the following eighteen chapters, we will be exploring the answer to one question—What is production design?—with a Zen-like approach. This book is for producers, directors, production designers—in other words, it is for movie makers.


GENERAL NOTES

The word “film” is used throughout this book along with “movie” and “motion picture.” In the twenty-first century, the media and formats utilized to capture images include film, video, and digital technology. Often “film” is used to indicate a project that in reality may be a video. Eventually the term filmmaker may be replaced with imagemaker, moviemaker, or motion picture creator, but to consider one a filmmaker still has meaning and places that person at the center of the process.

In an Author’s Note for his 1976 novel, Even Cowgirls Get the Blues, Tom Robbins apologizes for use of pronouns and nouns in the masculine gender, while expressing hope that the English language would in the future find a grammatically correct solution other than use of he, she, his, hers, himself, or herself. Mr. Robbins and fellow writers—including myself—are still waiting. I particularly cringe at the written or spoken use of the phrase “he or she” and generally prefer to use job titles that aren’t gender specific, like cinematographer or director of photography or sound recordist, rather than cameraperson or soundperson. My apologies for the English language’s insistence on being gender specific when, in the practice of filmmaking, it does not apply. In other words, filmmakers are filmmakers, and this is a book for filmmakers.

Words that appear in boldface type indicate their importance in understanding production design for motion pictures and can be found in the appendix B, the glossary, along with other useful terms.


Chapter 1

WHAT IS PRODUCTION DESIGN?

Production design is the visual art and craft of cinematic storytelling. The look and style of a motion picture is created by the imagination, artistry, and collaboration of the director, director of photography, and production designer. A production designer is responsible for interpreting the script and the director’s vision for the film and translating it into physical environments in which the actors can develop their characters and present the story.

In its fullest definition, the process and application of production design renders the screenplay in visual metaphors, a color palette, architectural and period specifics, locations, designs, and sets. It also coordinates the costumes, makeup, and hairstyles. It creates a cohesive pictorial scheme that directly informs and supports the story and its point of view.

The production designer researches the world in which the film takes place to establish a sense of authenticity. The production designer must interpret and transform the story, characters, and narrative themes into images that encompass architecture, décor, physical space, tonality, and texture. Production designers use sketches, illustrations, photographs, models, and detailed production storyboards to plan every shot from microscopic to macroscopic detail. Production designers are the heads of the art department and manage a creative team that includes art directors, set decorators, property masters, painters, carpenters, and specialty crafts people.

A Brief Historical Perspective on Production Design in Motion Pictures

Production design is an art and craft embedded in the core of the filmmaking process. Production designers utilize imagination, technique, illusion, and reality. They apply discipline and financial restraint, to visually enhance the script and the director’s intent, by creating images out of ideas and purpose out of the images.

The earliest films did not employ production design. The Lumière brothers in France recorded the documentary reality in front of their motion picture camera. The first evocation of art direction was fundamental. Filmmakers used painted backdrops and simple props to create a basic setting. Early art direction was not realistic in approach or result but rather a mannered, generic representation that indicated where the story took place. It functioned as an accessory to the screen story, not an interpretive or expressive craft.

The classic Hollywood studio system created and developed massive factory art departments, with hierarchies headed by supervising art directors, who managed the work of art directors and other unit members who designed and executed each and every studio release. Art direction in movies during the 1920s and 1930s became a sophisticated art form supported by a wealth of organized and systematic resources, but it did not yet encompass the shot-by-shot totality of film visualization that interpreted the story and gave the characters a living and breathing environment.

The advent of the production designer occurred in 1939 when producer David O. Selznick gave the title to William Cameron Menzies for his work on Gone with the Wind. Selznick recognized that Menzies did much more than design the sets and décor; he created a blueprint for shooting the picture by storyboarding the entire film. His detailed visualization of Gone with the Wind incorporated color and style, structured each scene, and encompassed the framing, composition, and camera movements for each shot in the epic film. Menzies’ contribution helped expand the function of the art director beyond the creation of sets and scenery, to include the responsibility for visualizing a motion picture. As a result of his extraordinary vision, William Cameron Menzies is recognized as the father of production design.

Over the decades, leading designers have alternated between the art director credit and the production designer title. Now, most films—both big-budget and low-budget independent productions—bear the job title of production designer, followed by art directors, and a team of art department artisans.

Production Design Is …

•   A galaxy far, far away, imagined and built on a sound stage

•   Scenes that take place in New York or Los Angeles—but are actually shot in Canada

•   Gotham City brought to the screen, although the urban environment had previously only existed in the imagination of the comic book creators and was expressed in ink

•   An apartment in a Woody Allen film, shot on location in an actual New York City apartment, transformed into the living space of the character through addition, substitution, subtraction, renovation, and alteration

•   A visual vehicle that transports the audience back or forward in time

•   Visual poetry—a dream, a nightmare, or the mundane reality of the everyday

•   The altered psychological state of the audience, created by an emotional mood or atmosphere

•   Paint, nails, and tile

•   Wood, paper, and stone

•   The relationship between the characters, their story, and the environment

Production design functions in the service of the story, in the vision and creation of the illusion of verisimilitude and fantasy.


Chapter 2

VISUALIZATION OF A SCREENPLAY

Making a film is a most complex artistic enterprise. Moviemaking is the only creative endeavor that encompasses all of the arts: writing, photography, painting, acting, music, dance, and architecture. The filmmaker must take on the challenge of telling a story via image and sound each time a movie is made.

Filmmakers have myriad reasons for wanting to make a movie. They come to the task with particular strengths. Some are principally writers; others are actors, or come from the artistic disciplines of music, the theater, cinematography, editing, or design. They make films to entertain, to express emotion, tell a story, deliver a message, to dream, to imagine, and because they have a passion that drives them. Filmmaking takes time, patience, dedication, commitment, and an understanding of the process in its totality.

If filmmakers are oriented toward story and performance, they must learn to visualize the narrative. The story must unfold in the mind’s eye, as it is conceived and created. The filmmaker has to see the movie while the screenplay is being written and during pre-production before the cameras roll. It must be envisioned not as a movie that has been seen before but as a unique story expressed in a unique combination of image and sound. The filmmaker translates the story into the visual language of the cinema.

If filmmakers come from a visual orientation, they must learn to understand how story and character form the foundation of a film. Image and sound without a compelling and engaging story and actors to bring it to life through performance will not produce a successful or satisfying movie.

Good screenplays are rare gems. Writing a great or even a good screenplay is a difficult endeavor. Even if filmmakers are in possession of a good screenplay, they are only halfway toward achieving their goal. The process of imagining the images that become a motion picture is called visualization. Visualization is a total process. To make a cohesive and expressive film, the director must be in control of the way the project is visualized.

Technically, films can be made without a director. Cinematographers, actors, production designers, and editors can follow a screenplay and record the story on film or video, but without the guidance, leadership, and vision of a central figure, it will never be more than just that—a story recorded on film or video. When a filmmaker visualizes a good story, it becomes a motion picture with intention and purpose.

The great visualists span the history of film, all one hundred years plus. A short but representative list would include these masters: Paul Thomas Anderson, Michaelangelo Antonioni, Darren Aronofsky, Luc Besson, Ingmar Bergman, Ber nardo Bertolucci, Luis Buñuel, Tim Burton, Werner Rainer Fassbinder, Federico Fellini, John Ford, Terry Gilliam, Jean Luc Godard, D.W. Griffith, Alfred Hitchcock, Stanley Kubrick, Akira Kurosawa, Spike Lee, David Lynch, F.W. Murnau, Sam Peckinpah, Roman Polanski, Martin Scorsese, Steven Spielberg, Oliver Stone, Andrey Tarkovsky, Francois Truffaut, King Vidor, Wong Kar-Wai, Orson Welles, and Zhang Yimou.

The Trinity

Many filmmakers embrace the camera as the key element in cinematic visualization, but an all-encompassing visual style or look of a movie comes from the trinity comprised of the director, the director of photography, and the production designer. The aforementioned visualists are filmmakers who understand the total palette at their command. It has little to do with money or cinematic philosophy. It is the nature of the motion picture medium. A screen story is created through cinematography and design.

Critics and theorists often cite Citizen Kane (1941), directed by Orson Welles, as the great American movie—the result of its enfant terrible, twenty-something director, crowned auteur. Scholarship by Pauline Kael published in The Citizen Kane Book and Robert L. Carringer in his book The Making of Citizen Kane has revealed that the film is the result of collaboration. The screenplay by Herman J. Mankiewicz and Welles contains a narrative and visual structure that directly served the vision of the film and its thematic content. The visualization of Citizen Kane emerged from the artistic partnership of three men: Orson Welles, the director, Greg Toland, the director of photography, and Perry Ferguson, the art director. Welles and Toland have been justly praised, while Ferguson’s contribution to Citizen Kane has been shrouded by the mysteries surrounding the role of art direction in movies.

Citizen Kane was storyboarded in great detail, and Ferguson was instrumental to that process. Welles and Toland discussed and decided on the use of deep focus for the film, but Ferguson had to design deep perspective sets with foreground and background details for that visual concept to take shape in the film.

The notion that Charles Foster Kane would be based on William Randolph Hearst evolved during the gestation of the screenplay. Ferguson and the art department were not able to get any firsthand accounts of what Hearst’s San Simeon estate looked like. Research turned up a 1931 Fortune magazine feature article, “Hearst at Home,” which served as the genesis for Ferguson’s designs for Kane’s Xanadu.

San Simeon’s great hall became the inspiration for the great hall at Kane’s Xanadu. Ferguson sketched a massive oak table, a high-backed armchair, and a large fireplace into the room. Xanadu became a combination of Renaissance architecture and Gothic, Venetian, Baroque, Egyptian, and Far Eastern design. Another influence on the design of Citizen Kane was the overscaled, overdecorated visual style pioneered in the films of D.W. Griffith and Cecil B. De Mille. The photographic plan to create size, a Gothic atmosphere, and to utilize low and canted angles influenced Ferguson’s work as art director and the sets themselves made the totality of Citizen Kane’s visualization possible. Ferguson was aware of the camera’s power to suggest massive space and depth. In turn, this minimized set construction, often allowing Ferguson to design a foreground and background so that lighting, lenses, and composition could do the rest to create the grand illusion and mighty power of Xanadu as a symbol of Kane’s wealth and loneliness.

Writing for the Screen

The earliest advice to screenwriters to write visually may very well have come from Aristotle in the Poetics. The Ancient Greek philosopher compelled creators of drama determine the developing narrative by visualizing the action as if the writer were actually present as it unfolded. By visualizing the action as the screenplay is being written, the filmmaker can make measured decisions about what is appropriate for the story and rout out the inconsistencies and distractions that threaten the narrative.

In a screenplay, the prose in between dialogue describes what will be shown on the screen. Here, the writer determines the setting—where the scene will take place, the time, and the geographical location.

The screenwriter invents the action using a sensibility that screenwriter and educator Stephen Geller calls the “dream-screen.” Write what you see. Write for the frame. Create for the way in which the camera composes, for space, shape and form, texture and light. The training of a screenwriter goes beyond story and character. Visual storytellers write with an understanding of how lenses, shot size, and camera movement impact on a narrative. They create visual symbols and metaphors that are part of the cinematic language. Visual images associate and correlate ideas, concepts, and meaning to the story. The writer creates the plan for what is known as mise-en-scène, which includes the environment of a scene, the décor—the production design.

Writers deal with human reactions to ever-changing circumstances and environment. Changes in the environment instigate change in the characters. The characters are the sum total of their physical being and the influence their environment has on them. Once the screenwriter has imagined the environment, it is created and realized by the production designer and the art department.

Writing the Screenplay with Design in Mind

A script is a blueprint for a film photographed during the production process and structured during the post-production process. A screenplay is a story written to be told through the cinematic tools of cinematography, editing, sound, and production design.

The idea for your film should have the potential for cinematic storytelling, while your approach can be a traditional, nontraditional, or experimental narrative. The prime concerns of the filmmaker are the presentation of the story and characters in visual and aural terms. A well-crafted screenplay should be revised through many drafts before it is ready to be interpreted cinematically. Don’t proceed until you get the script right. If the story is insignificant, unimaginative, incoherent, or poorly constructed, the production design can do little more than decorate, rather than visually interpret the narrative to make a significant contribution to the cinematic storytelling.

The design process actually begins before a single word is put on paper. All films start with an idea, a concept, and a story. The sole purpose of the screenplay is as a text, a blueprint to be used to make a film. You must write visually so the camera and the design can interpret the script.

To find out how past screenwriters have created their mise-en-scènes, read the screenplays of films you are familiar with and have a passion for. Study how the filmmaker visually presents the story. The world around the characters is as important as the story itself. Characters and narrative need an armature to give the story veracity, a sense of time and place, an atmosphere, and psychological insight.

All films, not just period films, have a production design. Here is a short list of movies that contain the rare but essential combination of a good story and an appropriate visualization that contributes to the narrative power the film communicates. They include:

All That Jazz (1979)—an autobiographical fantasy of director Bob Fosse’s life in the tradition of Fellini’s 8½. Tony Walton’s production design provides the show biz glitz, Broadway theatricality, and New York style for the flamboyant Joe Gideon who burns himself out from too much sex, drugs, and rock ’n’ roll. Glittering colors, shiny Mylar, drab rehearsal rooms, hip New York Apartments, and a hospital set out of a Broadway musical. Also an excellent reference for designing music videos.

Amadeus (1984)—the seventeenth century world of Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart. Period concert hall and palaces, but the attitude is Mozart as rock star. Production designer Patrizia Von Brandenstein used the metaphor of a Madonna tour: outrageous wigs, extravagant décor, powder puff colors, and theatrical excess.

Apocalypse Now (1979)—the Vietnam War as an LSD-laced fever-dream. Inspired by Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness and designed by Dean Tavoularis, the trip down the river to the tribal fortress of a madman includes a phallic symboldecorated stage for the Playboy Bunnies entertaining the troops, a French plantation, a quiet Vietnamese village devastated by bombs, and a helicopter ballet battle.

Barton Fink (1991)—an old claustrophobic hotel and the bungalows where screenwriters lost their souls present the underbelly of the Hollywood dream factory as designed by Dennis Gassner.

Blade Runner (1982)—a futuristic, retrofitted, third world Los Angeles with Asian, Mayan, and European influences. Neon nights set the stage for this neo-noir designed by Laurence G. Paull.

Boogie Nights (1997)—one of the best references for the 1970s on film. Not an exaggeration or satiric interpretation but a meticulous recreation approach as a period film, designed by Bob Ziembicki.

The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari (1919)—German Expressionism on film. The design by Walter Reimann, Walter Röhng, and Hermann Warm features distorted perspective, walls filled with graffiti, and painted shadows are the environment for a sleuth, a somnambulist, and a psychotic doctor who fills this claustrophobic world with murder.

Chinatown (1974)—production designer Richard Sylbert’s perfect recreation of Los Angeles in the 1930s for a narrative that reflects the cynicism and depravity of the 1970s in which it was produced.

Citizen Kane (1941)—the world of Charles Foster Kane ranges from an old boarding house to Xanadu, a castle of legendary proportion, in the design by Perry Ferguson. This larger-than-life character is supported by space and grandeur that represent both his power and his deep loneliness.

The Cook, The Thief, His Wife and Her Lover (1989)—utilizes color to symbolize its themes. Designed by Ben Vanos, the restaurant is red to evoke decadence, the exterior is blue to represent the city, the kitchen is green for growth, the toilets are white for purity and innocence, and yellow exemplifies the antique books owned by the lover.

Dracula (1931)—a classic horror film made for Universal on their studio lot, featuring the Count’s castle, utilized and imitated throughout the decades. The design by Charles D. Hall creates the atmosphere for the ageless undead: a large, cold, dark, stone space that protects the creature who can turn into a bat. The castle is contrasted by the sophisticated home of his victim, old-world elegance, and the sexual overtones of women in white, flowing gowns. A bedroom is defenseless against the elusive Dracula, who can fly through the open window. A room of coffins where the vampires lie in hiding provides the vulnerability that leads to their demise.

Eraserhead (1978)—this mysterious and truly weird, no-budget, black-and-white film brought notoriety to David Lynch as a personal filmmaker with a unearthly, psychodramatic vision. The room of a lonely man becomes the environment for his profound alienation and for a part animal, part human baby—one of the strangest characters in all of cinema. Lynch’s design of Eraserhead is filled with neo-surrealistic images: the man’s hair standing on end as a particle-filled sky swirls behind him, a blond-wigged Lady in the Radiator whose cheeks are riddled with mump-like growths, a drawer full of dirt, and that baby that looks like a chicken and human fetus combined (Lynch still keeps the secret of its construction and execution).

The Exorcist (1973)—a horror film that takes place in the staid elegance of the Georgetown section of Washington, D.C. The design by Bill Malley contrasts the everyday, normal life of a little girl with the results of her possession by the devil. Her bedroom, where much of the action takes place, is transformed from a sweet little girl’s room to a baneful place. The film presents the scariest transformation makeup ever put on film. Religious iconography represents the power of the church in this classic battle between good and evil. An excellent reference for contemporary horror films.

The Fifth Element (1997)—New York in the future. Production designer Dan Weil and director Luc Besson set out to avoid the clichés of the science fiction genre. Here cabs and police cars fly but retain their traditional design. Twelve artists and illustrators worked on specific themes, vehicles, apartments, food, and domestic accessories. The traditional grid of Manhattan streets and avenues was retained, but buildings in the design were “futurized” to an appropriate level of technology, without resorting to an exaggerated hypermodernity as seen in the old Flash Gordon serials and many early science fiction films.

The Godfather (1972)—Paramount expected just another gangster flick, but director Francis Ford Coppola and production designer Dean Tavoularis had in mind an epic film about organized crime as an American industry. The screenplay by Mario Puzo and Coppola stressed the family structure, power, and tradition. The design contrasts the sanctity of a sunny garden wedding with Don Corleone’s dark, old-world office, where favors and evil deeds are dispensed. The home is a fortress, a corporate headquarters for the family business with dark wooden blinds, immaculate grounds, and all the trappings of home. Light and dark, and good and evil, are the platforms for a family whose relationships are representative of 1940s middle-class America—except their business is crime, murder, and treachery.

Interiors (1978)—Woody Allen’s Bergmanesque drama is about an oppressive woman and the psychological damage she has inflicted on her husband and daughters. Production designer Mel Bourne received an Academy Award nomination for creation of an environment that provided the mood to support the drama. Eve, played by Geraldine Page, is a decorator. The premise of the story is that she decorates the family living space. Eve is a woman who is a perfectionist in her work, and the subtle and minimalist space she creates for her family represents her cold emotional state and inability to give love. This space dooms them all to struggle with their feelings toward each other. The walls in the house are a muted clay beige color. The window walls along the part of the house that faces the beach are painted a lighter shade than the other walls, to avoid shadows and create uniformity. The windows are a metaphor for personal reflection and confrontation of the characters. Bourne reglazed every window to have a clear surface for actual perfect reflections. The putty on each window was an exact straight line. Bourne felt it was what Eve would have done.

Intolerance (1916)—D. W. Griffith’s apologia for the racism of The Birth of a Nation presents the intolerance of man throughout the ages and features the biggest set ever built in Hollywood. For the Babylon story, the production design by Griffith and his art department, led by Walter L. Hall, constructed massive steps and gigantic platformed pillars topped with enormous elephant statues. The immense scale of the production design was unprecedented and became the artistic bar for the epic film genre.

King Kong (1933)—designed by Carroll Clark, Al Herman, and Van Nest Polglase, this fantasy of a giant ape taken from his African environment to New York City, as an Eighth Wonder of the World spectacle for the entertainment of the cosmopolitan masses is convincing and metaphorical. The themes of beauty and the beast and the dangers of violating the laws of nature are supported by a jungle stronghold, an African landscape, a burgeoning New York City, elevated trains, and a cavernous theater. The New York skyline serves as a jungle for Kong, who displays his power by climbing to the top of the Empire State Building (a phallic symbol) and battles airplanes (the might of modern man). An entertaining film with state-of-theart effects, it continues to influence any film that takes on the challenge of making a fantastical, altered-reality plausible.

The Last Emperor (1987)—not only a fine period film but a good reference for creating environments that express the changing environments of the protagonist. Designed by Ferdinando Scarfiotti, the world of the child emperor is the Forbidden City, which represents Ancient China. It is red and gold with traditional art and architecture. The adult emperor is exiled to a bleak prison in Art Deco Europe. The environments present a history of China transformed by Communism and the psychological impact it has on the life of a man born to rule, who is instead sent on a journey influenced by politics, social, and cultural change.

The Manchurian Candidate (1962)—visualized the brainwashing of a group of U.S. military men by the Communists, with a revolving amphitheater that represents both a ladies’ garden party and the location where the event is actually occurring. Richard Sylbert created a production design that graphically demonstrates the mental delusional state of the men. A classic reference for the political thriller.

Magnolia (1999)—the sheer number of sets, designed by William Arnold and Mark Bridges, that link the large diverse group of characters in their misery makes this over three-hour film a major design accomplishment. The environments include the set of a quiz show, a stage where a macho guru preaches to men, a hospital room, a bar, and a rainy street flooded by frogs that fall out of the sky.

Metropolis (1926)—this silent Fritz Lang masterpiece features a sprawling futuristic city powered by throngs of slaves who operate oppressive machines that power the city ruled by the rich. Based on a 1925 vision of a German city in the future, the production design features towering skyscrapers and a Tower of Babel metaphoric structure. The sets by Otto Hunte, Eric Kettlehut, and Karl Vollbrecht contrast the grandeur of the city’s power with the evil underground dominated by a medieval industrial complex. This netherworld is filled with steel, platforms of compressed workstations, iron rails, a raked staircase, and blasts of polluted steam pounded out from ubiquitous pipes and orifices.

Nashville (1975)—Robert Altman’s sprawling film of Tennessee’s country music scene as a metaphor for the political, social, and cultural state of America in the 1970s is set in recording studios, clubs, concert venues, an airport, on a highway during a multicar supercrash, and in the living spaces of country music superstars. Set decorator and property master Robert M. Anderson achieves an effective commentary on the extravagance and superficiality of American style.

Rear Window (1954)—this Alfred Hitchcock thriller is about a photographer laid up with a broken leg, who uncovers a murder in his apartment complex by looking out the window. The production design, by Joseph Macmillan Johnson and Hal Pereira and built on a soundstage, is a courtyard that becomes the man’s universe in his confinement. This metaphor for the filmmaker as voyeur is supported by a set that creates a specific character environment for each of the residents living across from Jimmy Stewart’s photographer. In a narrative sense, the set is the story: people living in close proximity, their windows a portal into their lives, ambitions, and their dark obsessions.

Requiem for a Dream (2000)—environments created by and perceived by the victims of addiction are the foundation of this harrowing film designed by James Chinlund. The drug dens are detailed and depict the doomed world of the addict, but the Brooklyn apartment of an older woman driven into delusion over her battle with food addiction has the most deadly effective set. The set features a refrigerator as frightening as the goriest digital creature.

Rosemary’s Baby (1968)—Roman Polanski’s brilliant adaptation of Ira Levin’s novel of contemporary horror, set in New York’s Upper West Side. Richard Sylbert designed quintessential prewar apartments for the mother of Satan’s child, a subtly creepy one for their cult neighbors, and a scary basement that sets the scene for evil. This paradigmatic film for the horror that invades the modern everyday world is still going strong over thirty years later, influencing films such as Scream (1996) and I Know What You Did Last Summer (1997).

Saturday Night Fever (1977)—low-budget kitchen-sink realism comprises the world of an Italian-American young man from Brooklyn, New York, who lives at home and works in a local hardware store and explodes into the disco nightlife that he dreams will take him beyond his roots. The design features a multicolored projected dance floor, a white suit, and the real fashion of urban middle-class America at the height of the 1970s disco inferno.

Se7en (1995). In this unusual and dark film, designed by Arthur Max, a serial murderer is obsessed with the seven deadly sins. The killer, brilliantly played by Kevin Spacey, keeps detailed notebooks depicting each of the sins—:envy, gluttony, greed, lust, pride, sloth, and wrath—and he executes a killing for each in a fitting setting of his own demented choice and creation.

The Shining (1980)—Stephen King’s Overlook Hotel was built entirely on a soundstage in Stanley Kubrick’s adaptation. The haunted hotel was designed by Roy Walker with large, interconnecting rooms for the psychological atmosphere that overwhelms and influences the maniacal behavior of Jack Torrence. The décor includes Native American artifacts, a gold ballroom, a blood-red and white bathroom, eclectic colors and patterns, long, narrow hallways, a huge labyrinth kitchen, and a topiary maze. The interconnecting design allowed Kubrick to take full and effective advantage of Garrett Brown’s then newly invented Steadicam’s ability to float and glide without the director’s attention to the traditional mechanics of camera movement.

Star Wars (1977)—George Lucas and his team created a galaxy far, far away, inspired by his passion for Flash Gordon, myth, and science fantasy. The Star Wars saga is about more than movies; the films have become part of popular culture. The design by John Barry, however, was developed with limited resources and a technology created by the filmmakers. The narrative reaches back to themes of good’s triumph over evil and forward to New Age beliefs in trusting the force within. The design team had the challenge of creating an alternate reality, consisting of a Death Star military complex, vehicles, Jedi resources for the heroes, a memorable alien bar, two charming robots, and a host of imagined creatures in the Lucasian universe.

Sunrise (1927)—F.W. Murnau’s first American film is one of the masterworks of silent cinema. The story concerns a farmer who considers murdering his wife when he becomes involved with another woman. The massive exterior city set, designed by Rochus Bliese, was exaggerated in scope to visualize the point of view of the country couple swallowed up the breadth of the cosmopolitan environment. Actual streetcar rails and streetcars were brought onto the set. Buildings, streetlights, and a restaurant are just some of the details that give Sunrise artistic realism.

2001: A Space Odyssey (1968)—Stanley Kubrick spent four years developing, shooting, and completing the science-fiction film that rewrote the rules on cinematic storytelling and visualization. His objective was to present a projection of the first year of the new millennium from the perspective of futurists and experts he had consulted from a wide range of technology, business, style, and scientific concerns. All of the contributions were factored into the overall production design by Ernest Archer, Harry Lange, and Tony Masters. The imagery utilized to support the cinematic exploration of space and man’s relationship to a higher power include a mysterious black monolith, a prehistoric landscape, the inner workings of an onboard computer that displays more emotion than the human astronauts, a moonscape, graceful crafts in space, a red and white space station waiting area, the interior of a spacecraft built inside a centrifuge, and a Victorian room in another universe.

Vertigo (1958)—Alfred Hitchcock’s psychological thriller about a mysterious woman and a detective with a fear of heights made an uncharacteristic use of location shooting. The director, who enjoyed the control of the sound stage, made dramatic and atmospheric use of San Francisco locales. The film, designed by Harry Bumstead and Hal Pereira, is one of Hitchcock’s most emotionally complex and mature and was ahead of its time in using actual locations to bring verisimilitude to the style. It wouldn’t be until the 1970s when a new generation of filmmakers took to the streets to express their visions.
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